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Summary 

Congress annually considers several appropriations measures, which provide discretionary 
funding for numerous activities — for example, national defense, education, and homeland 
security — as well as general government operations. Congress has developed certain rules and 
practices for the consideration of appropriations measures, referred to as the congressional 
appropriations process. The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of this process. 

Appropriations measures are under the jurisdiction of the House and Senate Appropriations 
Committees. In recent years these measures have provided approximately 35% to 39% of total 
federal spending. The remainder of federal spending comprises direct (or mandatory) spending, 
controlled by House and Senate legislative committees, and net interest on the public debt. 

The annual appropriations cycle is initiated with the President’s budget submission, which is due 
on the first Monday in February. This is followed by congressional consideration of a budget 
resolution that, in part, sets spending ceilings for the upcoming fiscal year. The target date for 
completion of the budget resolution is April 15. Committee and floor consideration of the annual 
appropriations bills occurs during the spring and summer months and may continue through the 
fall and winter until annual appropriations are enacted. Floor consideration of appropriations 
measures is subject to procedural rules that may limit the content of those measures and any 
amendments thereto. 

Congress has established a process that provides for two separate types of measures associated 
with discretionary spending: authorization bills and appropriation bills. These measures perform 
different functions. Authorization bills establish, continue, or modify agencies or programs. 
Appropriations measures subsequently provide funding for the agencies and programs authorized. 

There are three types of appropriations measures. Regular appropriations bills provide most of 
the funding that is provided in all appropriations measures for a fiscal year and must be enacted 
by October 1 , the beginning of the fiscal year. If regular bills are not enacted by the beginning of 
the new fiscal year, Congress adopts continuing resolutions to continue funding, generally until 
regular bills are enacted. Supplemental appropriations bills provide additional appropriations to 
become available during a fiscal year. 

Budget enforcement for appropriations measures under the congressional budget process has both 
statutory and procedural elements. The statutory elements are derived from the Budget Control 
Act of 201 1, which imposes limits on discretionary spending for each of the fiscal years between 
FY20 1 2 and FY202 1 . The procedural elements generally stem from requirements under the 
Congressional Budget Act that are normally associated with the budget resolution. Through this 
Budget Act process, the Appropriations Committee in each chamber, as well as each of their 
subcommittees, receives procedural limits on the total amount of budget authority for the 
upcoming fiscal year (referred to as 302(a) and 302(b) allocations). Enforcement of the statutory 
limits occurs primarily through sequestration, while enforcement of the procedural limits occurs 
through points of order. Discretionary appropriations may be designated or otherwise provided so 
that they are effectively exempt from statutory and procedural budget enforcement. Such 
designations include “emergency requirements,” “overseas contingency operations/global war on 
terrorism,” and for “disaster relief.” 
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Rescissions are provisions of law that cancel previously enacted budget authority. As budget 
authority providing the funding must be enacted into law, so too a rescission cancelling the 
budget authority must be enacted into law. Rescissions can be included either in separate 
rescission measures or any of the three types of appropriations measures. 



Congressional Research Service 



The Congressional Appropriations Process: An Introduction 



Contents 

Introduction 1 

Annual Appropriations Cycle 2 

President Submits Budget 2 

Congress Adopts Budget Resolution 3 

Timetable for Consideration of Appropriations Measures 4 

Work of the Appropriations Committees 5 

House and Senate Floor Action 6 

House 6 

Senate 8 

House and Senate Conference Action 8 

Presidential Action 10 

Relationship Between Authorization and Appropriations Measures 10 

Types of Appropriations Measures 12 

Regular Appropriations Bills 13 

Omnibus Appropriations 14 

Continuing Resolutions 14 

Supplemental Appropriations Measures 15 

Budget Enforcement for Appropriations Measures 16 

Statutory Discretionary Spending Limits 16 

Enforcement 16 

Allocations and Other Limits on Appropriations Associated with the Budget 

Resolution 17 

Enforcement 19 

Emergency Spending 20 

Rescissions 22 

Contacts 

Author Contact Information 23 

Acknowledgments 23 



Congressional Research Service 



The Congressional Appropriations Process: An Introduction 



Introduction 

Congress annually considers several appropriations measures, which provide discretionary 
funding for numerous activities — such as national defense, education, and homeland security — as 
well as general government operations. Appropriations acts are characteristically annual and 
generally provide funding authority that expires at the end of the federal fiscal year, September 
30. 1 

These measures are considered by Congress under certain rules and practices, referred to as the 
congressional appropriations process. This report discusses the following aspects of this process: 

• The annual appropriations cycle, 

• The relationship between authorization and appropriation measures, 

• Types of appropriations measures, 

• Budget enforcement for appropriations measures, and 

• Rescissions. 

When considering appropriations measures, Congress is exercising the power granted to it under 
the Constitution, which states, “No money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in Consequence 
of Appropriations made by Law.” 2 The power to appropriate is a legislative power. Congress has 
enforced its prerogatives through certain laws. The so-called Antideficiency Act, for example, 
strengthened the application of this section by, in part, explicitly prohibiting federal government 
employees and officers from making contracts or other obligations in advance of or in excess of 
an appropriation, unless authorized by law, and providing administrative and criminal sanctions 
for those who violate the act. 3 Furthermore, under law, public funds may be used only for the 
purpose(s) for which Congress appropriated the funds. 4 

The President has an important role in the appropriations process by virtue of the constitutional 
power to approve or veto entire measures, which Congress can override only by two-thirds vote 
of both chambers. The President also has influence, in part, because of various duties imposed by 
statute, such as submitting an annual budget to Congress. 

The House and Senate Committees on Appropriations have jurisdiction over the annual 
appropriations measures. Each committee has 12 subcommittees, and each subcommittee has 
jurisdiction over one regular annual appropriations bill that provides funding for departments and 
agencies under the subcommittee’s jurisdiction. The jurisdictions of the House and Senate 
Appropriations subcommittees are generally parallel. 5 That is, each House appropriations 



1 The federal fiscal year begins on October 1 and ends the following September 30. 

2 U.S. Constitution, Article I, §9. 

3 31 U.S.C. §§1341(a)-l 342 and 1349-1350. 

4 31 U.S.C. §130 1(a). 

5 The House and Senate Appropriations Committees separately provide their subcommittees’ jurisdictions by 
subcommittee. See their respective websites at http://appropriations.house.gov/ and http://appropriations.senate.gov/. 
For more information on the jurisdiction of the House and Senate appropriations subcommittees by agency, see CRS 
Report R40858, Locate an Agency or Program Within Appropriations Bills, by Justin Murray. 
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subcommittee is paired with a Senate appropriations subcommittee and the two subcommittees’ 
jurisdictions are generally identical 6 : 

1. Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Administration, and Related 
Agencies; 

2. Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies; 

3. Defense; 

4. Energy and Water Development, and Related Agencies; 

5. Financial Services and General Government; 

6. Flomeland Security; 

7. Interior, Environment, and Related Agencies; 

8. Labor, Flealth and Human Services, Education, and Related Agencies; 

9. Legislative Branch; 

10. Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, and Related Agencies; 

11. State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs; and 

12. Transportation, Housing and Urban Development, and Related Agencies. 

Annual Appropriations Cycle 



President Submits Budget 

The President initiates the annual budget cycle with the submission of an annual budget proposal 
for the upcoming fiscal year to Congress. The President is required to submit the annual budget 
on or before the first Monday in February. 7 Congress has, however, provided deadline extensions 
both statutorily and, sometimes, informally. 8 

The President recommends spending levels for various programs and agencies of the federal 
government in the form of budget authority (or BA). Such authority does not represent cash 
provided to or reserved for agencies. Instead, the term refers to authority provided by federal law 
to enter into contracts or other financial obligations that will result in immediate or future 
expenditures (or outlays) involving federal government funds. Most appropriations are a form of 
budget authority that also provides the legal authority to make the subsequent payments from the 
Treasury. 

AFY2010 appropriations act, for example, provided $79 million in new budget authority for 
FY2010 to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences for agency operations. 9 That 

6 For additional information, see CRS Report RL31572, Appropriations Subcommittee Structure: History of Changes 
from 1920 to 2013 , by Jessica Tollestrup. 

7 31 U.S.C. § 1105(a). 

8 For information on past deadline extensions in presidential transition years, see CRS Report RS20752, Submission of 
the President’s Budget in Transition Years, by Michelle D. Christensen. 

9 P.L. 1 1 1-88, 123 Stat. 2904, 2948. 
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